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War Horse: An introduction to the set text 
Naomi Holcombe
GCSE – Eduqas Section A, Component 3

Introduction
This scheme is an introduction to War Horse, based around the new Eduqas GCSE 
specification in preparation for Component 3, Section A, of the written exam.

With the introduction of new GCSE specifications across all exam boards it has 
been a time of transition and trepidation for all of us as drama teachers. A time in 
which we need to reflect on what we want out of a GCSE Drama course and what 
we feel is important to teach our young ‘learners’ (as they are now being called) 
when studying drama. Making a decision as to which exam board you think 
is going to help you get the most from your students is a tricky one. All exam 
specifications are flawed in some way or another. Ultimately it is an exam-based 
approach and you have to get your learners to answer questions confidently in a 
written, timed and pressurised format. I think that Eduqas’ holistic approach to 
set text study, incorporating design, directing and acting in their exam questions 
will be engaging for drama students, as it will involve learners of all abilities, 
while also more adequately preparing others who may go on to study Drama and 
Theatre at A level.

I hope that this scheme can start to help you to delve into the teaching of the 
new set text for the written examination in a practical and energetic manner 
which will excite your students.

There are references made to practitioners such as Brecht and Stanislavski in 
these lesson plans. Before starting this scheme, it is important that students have 
spent some time studying the styles of these practitioners.

This scheme is by no means an exhaustive list of the ways in which you can 
approach your teaching of War Horse. You will almost certainly wish to spend 
more time on the text, as there is a plethora of fantastic resources out there to 
make use of, some of which I will reference as the scheme progresses.

This scheme covers six lessons of teaching. I have based the structure around 
the idea of two lessons a week, with each lesson being around an hour in length.

The scheme is split up into sections – character work and voice, a director’s 
approach and design ideas. I hope you find it enjoyable to teach.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme of work, the leaners will have a thorough knowledge 
of the text through a practical exploration of War Horse. They will understand 
the text from the perspective of an actor, designer and director, in order to 
demonstrate ‘their knowledge and understanding of how drama and theatre is 
developed and performed’ for Section A of the written examination.

Research
Before the scheme starts, get your students to research World War I and life in 
rural Devon.

You could give them the following headings and split them up into research 
groups, depending on the size of your class:
1. What was life like in rural Devon in 1912?
2. What is conscription?
3. What was life like for a soldier sent to war?
4. Why did Britain go to war with Germany in 1918?
5. What was the role of animals in World War I?
6. What was the impact of the war on small countryside communities?

Reading
Read the text as a class. Feed the research that students have done into your 
discussions on themes and characters.
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Live theatre
If it is possible to see the play live in advance of studying it that would be a huge 
advantage. If not, There are some excellent videos and a DVD on the making of 
War Horse plus many YouTube clips. It might be worth watching these before you 
begin the scheme. The National Theatre live did a screening in cinemas. This is 
now also available on YouTube (how legally I do not know!).

Act 1 – can be found by using this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2CACQ-rFlGU
Act 2 – with a question and answer session at the interval with Michael 

Morpurgo and Marianne Elliot:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2CACQ-rFlGU

Technical information and background
Aim:
To explore a full play text using a range of practical strategies from the 
perspective of an actor, designer and director, in order to understand how 
drama and theatre is developed and performed. This is in preparation for 
Section A of the written examination.
Exam board: Eduqas
Year group: GCSE
Set text edition: War Horse by Nick Stafford (Faber: ISBN 978-0-571-24015-9)

Eduqas – criteria for GCSE
Assessment Objectives for Component 3
A03 (30%) – Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of how drama and 
theatre is developed and performed.
A04 (10%) – Analyse and evaluate their own work and the work of others. 

The Eduqas specification states that:
‘Learners must consider how the text is constructed and how performances 
create meaning through:

The characteristics of the performance text, including
 f Genre
 f Structure
 f Character
 f Form and style
 f Language/dialogue
 f Stage directions
 f The social, historical and cultural context including the theatrical 
conventions of the period in which the performance text was created.

How meaning is interpreted and communicated through
 f Performance conventions
 f Use of performance space and spatial relationships on stage, including the 
impact of different stages (proscenium arch, theatre in the round, traverse 
and thrust) on at least one scene

 f Relationships between performer and audience
 f The design of lighting, sound, set (including props) and costume and 
make-up

 f The actor’s vocal and physical interpretation of character.

Assessment:
Externally marked exam. A clean copy of the chosen set text must be taken 
into the examination.
Section A: 45 marks made up of different sections to include

 f A series of questions assessing knowledge and understanding of an extract 
from the set text (each question being incrementally worth more marks 
through the section – totalling 30 marks)

 f One question assessing knowledge and understanding of the wider text 
(15 marks)

Resources:
 f http://www.warhorseonstage.com/learning/page-stage/ – Downloadable 
resources and a very useful handout for your students entitled ‘War Horse 
Introduction Pack’.

 f Making War Horse – DVD
 f War Horse soundtrack.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 1: Character work and 
voice – ‘How life changes’
Outcomes: Introduction to the context of the play and how life changes as a result of war.

Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Used a soundscape to explore the pre-war and wartime environments
 f Used a song to explore movement of soldiers
 f Thought about the impact of war on the characters and their lives.

Discussion (10 mins)
Feed back some of the students’ research on the World War I and what Britain 
was like at this time.

Discuss the main themes of the text.

Task 1 (10 mins)
Split the class up into groups of 5. Ask them to create two soundscapes: one 
depicting rural Devon life before the war, one depicting life during the war (either 
at home or abroad). Discuss the sorts of sounds you might expect to hear in each 
soundscape. Make sure they think about rhythm, pace, tempo as well as pitch, 
tone and volume. Rehearse soundscapes and perform to the class.  Ask the class 
to shut their eyes when listening to the soundscapes, so that they can focus on 
the noises they hear.

Discuss: Ask students to make comments on the effect of the two 
soundscapes. How did they compare in style? Why was the creation of 
soundscapes useful? How does this exercise help to set the scene of the play and 
what is to come?

Task 2 (15 mins)
Use the song ‘The Year Turns Round Again’ from the War Horse soundtrack. (These 
songs can be found on YouTube; see link opposite.)

Ask students, in the same groups, to create a short movement sequence of 
rural life in Devon. Mime the actions. Examples might be: working the fields; 
hanging out the washing; talking with neighbours; drinking ale; feeding the 
animals. Perform these sequences with the music being played over the top. Then 
perform as a whole class, with each group performing their sequences at the 
same time as the others, to create a village life scene.

Discuss: What was rural life like in 1912? How did you interpret your character? 
How did the characters interact with one another? What sort of movements did 
you use? What is the social class of these characters?

Task 3 (20 mins)
Marching: In lines of 3 or 4, ask students to create a marching sequence as a 
young conscript. This should be upbeat, confident and hopeful. They are excited 
to go and fight for King and country. Discuss posture, facial expressions and pace. 
Play the first half of ‘The Scarlet and the Blue’. (You will find this at the back of the 
play text on p. 94.) If they are a particularly musical group, you could project the 
words and get them to sing! You could also look at some dialogue from scene 7 
here if you want.

Once they have come up with a short sequence, ask them to create a second 
section which demonstrates a contrast in movement. They are now being gunned 
down by the enemy. This section should be done in slow motion. Concentrate on 
how the body moves to show it has been hit, how they fall in slow motion, their 
facial expressions showing pain.

As the track fades into ‘The Crossing of the Channel/The Wounded’ and the 
tone of the music changes, their movements should also change.

Rehearse and perform these sections. What does the contrast in movement 
demonstrate? Can you pick out moments which encapsulate the initial 
excitement of joining up? Can you describe what the faces of the soldiers are like 
when they are moving in slow motion being gunned down? Why does the change 
in pace make a difference?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ond
1QL5lD9E&index=1&list=PLFyxz8SZluO
zUTrBN6Oj-XuV0phAi-jAL

Homework (5 mins to set)
After each practical session make sure 
students are set some small sections of 
analysis for homework, much like the 
sentences that they might have to write 
in the exam. This will get them used to 
the structure of the paper. You can start 
with some general questions on the text, 
then as you progress, you can set more 
specific character, design, or directing-
based questions. Start with a few of the 
two to four mark questions. You could 
then introduce the longer 15 mark 
question. E.g.:
1. How can you describe the social class 

of the villagers? [2 marks]
2. What items of costumes would these 

villagers wear that would show the 
time period and their social class? [3 
marks]

3. Find a line of dialogue from scene 2 
to back up your point. Explain whose 
line it is and how this demonstrates 
their social class. [4 marks]

4. As an actor how can you 
communicate your role as a villager 
in Devon in 1912 to an audience? 
(Think about voice, movement, 
interactions with other characters 
and the physical interpretation of the 
character).

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 2: Developing a character
Outcomes: Understanding characterisation.

Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Used some Stanislavskian approaches to characterisation
 f Become familiar with some of the main characters: Albert, Arthur, Ted, Ned 
and Rose

 f Explored some voice and movement ideas.

You will need a props table for this lesson. Props you could have include: a 
handkerchief, a tankard, wooden pegs, a piece of rope, a bucket, a walking stick.

Task 1
Re-read scenes 2 and 3. Discuss the relationships between the family members in 
these two scenes. What is the tension about between Arthur and Ted? Why is Rose 
so angry with Arthur when he comes back from the auction? How does Albert 
start to bond with Joey?

Task 2
Tell students to choose one of the following characters: Albert, Rose, Arthur 
or Ted.

Using the text, ask them to find the given circumstances for their character. 
(This can be using stage directions, or lines of dialogue from the scenes to back 
up their points.) Feed back what they know: age, class, relationships with others, 
etc. These given circumstances are what they are going to start with to help them 
build their character.

Ask students to close their eyes and imagine themselves as the character 
they have chosen. They should then come up with a posture for the character. 
Then they should open their eyes and explore the space thinking about the way 
in which the character walks and moves. After a few minutes ask them to come 
to the props table and, if they want to, choose a prop to work with. Tell them 
to spend a few minutes studying the prop and thinking about how to use it. 
Then they must choose a line of dialogue from the text (from scene 2 or scene 3) 
and spend some time thinking about how to deliver this line. Tell students to 
remember Stanislavski’s ‘Magic If’ exercise to help them. They must remember 
their given circumstances, and how to use their prop as well as important details 
such as accent.

Give your learners 10-15 mins to work on this. Remind them that it’s the detail 
of the character that they should focus on, thinking about the internal emotions 
as well as the external physicality.

Ask each student to present their character. Ask them why they chose that 
specific prop to work with and how it helped them to understand their character 
better.

Discuss: Why does a Stanislavskian approach work well with this play? What 
sort of language is used in the play that ties it in with the social and historical 
research that they’ve done?

Task 3
Look at scene 16. Focusing on voice, how does the voice of the Sergeant differ to 
that of Albert? Think about tone, volume, pitch and accent.

In pairs, explore the vocal qualities of the two characters, from the line ‘Platoon, 
fall in!’ on p.46 to ‘You just spoke again’ on p.47. Rehearse this and spotlight a few 
pairs to perform to the rest of the class.

Homework
Using the character they spent time 
exploring in Task 1, ask students to 
create a character profile. (See Resource 
1 at the end of this scheme.) Be as 
detailed as possible.

When you take these in for marking, 
you can photocopy them and stick them 
up on the wall of your classroom/studio 
if there is space, so that the students 
can keep referring back to them, or you 
could make copies of the most detailed 
ones and distribute to the rest of the 
class, to use when they come to revise 
later in the year.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 3: A director’s approach
Outcomes: Understand and explore a variety of rehearsal techniques.

Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored and used different types of rehearsal techniques and considered the 
role of the director.

Warm-up game
Play a status game with your class. I enjoy playing the number game, where you 
explain that each number in a sliding scale holds a certain amount of power, 
number 1 being the lowest power and number 10 being the highest power. Get 
them to come up with a walk/posture for each number, almost personifying each 
number. Then put them into pairs. Call out two numbers and get them to come up 
with a short mimed interaction between those two numbers. Start with the most 
obvious (a 10 and a 1) and then make it more difficult as the game progresses.

Now ask the pairs to stand at either end of the room from each other. This 
time they have to walk towards each other, pass one another and end up on the 
other side of the room. They will be given a number and have to walk and react to 
the other person accordingly. Give each student a number and let them explore 
how to pass each other in the space.  At the end of the game, discuss some of the 
most interesting interactions. Explain that this sort of status game is an example 
of a rehearsal technique that a director might employ when approaching status 
or character. How could this game be applied to War Horse? Where are the status 
battles?

Task 1
Look at pp.64-67 and the power battle between Karl and Friedrich. Spend 5-10 
mins working with this scene (reading the English subtitles, not the German 
text!). Use what they have learned from the status game warm-up and apply 
some of the techniques in this scene. Does the status shift at any point? If you 
were giving these characters numbers, which would they be and would they stay 
the same throughout the scene?

Discuss: What is the role of a director? What are rehearsal techniques? Some 
more examples are listed below:

 f Hot seating
 f Role on the wall
 f Thought-tracking
 f Improvisation
 f Puppet/mask work.

Task 2
Explain each technique clearly, or give them the handout. (See Resource 2, basic 
rehearsal techniques, at the end of this scheme.)

Put your students into new pairings. Ask each pair to try three different 
rehearsal techniques to work with scene 18 from the text – hot seating, thought-
tracking and improvisation. Ask them to look at sections within scene 18 focusing 
on the relationship between Albert and David.

Rehearse and spend time making observations about which techniques have 
helped them delve into the characters.

Perform some sections and spotlight good work. Discuss why rehearsal 
techniques are implemented by a director and how they enhance the work for 
an actor.

Homework
Name two rehearsal techniques that 
a director can use to prepare an actor 
for the role of either Albert or David in 
scene 18 or Karl and Friedrich in scene 
23. Explain how two of the techniques 
that you worked with in class helped 
you as an actor to prepare for the role in 
performance.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 4: Exploring the text
Task 1
Put students into groups of 4. Give each student the name of one of the characters 
in the play. Ask them to look through the whole text and choose 3-4 key moments 
that demonstrate different aspects of that character’s story.

Once they have done this, they must come up with still images to reflect each 
moment. They can either have the character on their own, or use the other members 
of their group to portray the characters with whom they are interacting. Ask them to 
focus on facial expressions and body language during the rehearsal time.

Finally, ask each group to come up with a title for each image they have created.
Rehearse and perform each still image. Discuss what the images depict and 

how the character progresses through the play.

Task 2
Now go back and look at your still images again. Add in a few lines of text (either 
your own or from the play) and some movement. Each scene should now be 
around 10-30 seconds long. Each scene still has a scene title, but this time add to 
it by creating a short description of what happens in your scene. Read/speak it 
aloud before the scene starts. Finally, in at least one of your scenes, add in either: 
a) a third person step out giving information on the character or the situation; or, 
b) speak a stage direction aloud in the third person; or, c) use montage to re-order 
the way in which your scenes are presented.

Spend time perfecting these and then show them to the group. How has the 
implementation of Brechtian techniques changed the way you look at each 
character and their journey through the text?

Lesson 5: Design skills
Task 1
Explain to your students the five major staging types: Proscenium Arch, End-on, 
Thrust Stage, In-the-Round and Traverse. Ask students to place themselves where 
the audience would be for each one. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages 
of each staging type. Discuss how different styles of theatre can suit different 
spaces.

Play a warm-up game. Students start by walking around the space. When you 
call out a stage direction, they must move to that part of the room (establish 
where the audience is and where the back wall would be, if you are not working 
in a specific theatre space).  So for ‘Down Stage Left!’ they must all run to DSL. 
Then call out the names of different staging types.  Then add in staging types. The 
students must move to end up in the configuration of the audience;  e.g. if you 
call out ‘In-the-Round’ they must end up in a circle. Call out ‘Traverse’, they must 
end up in two lines facing each other with a space in the middle.

Split the class into groups of 5-6. Assign different scenes to each group. Ask 
them to experiment with different ways of staging their scene. Does it work better 
In-the-Round? Ask them to mark out the space with some tape or chalk and act 
out a section of their scene in this space.

Spend some time working on this and then feed back to the group which acting 
space works best and why.

Task 2
Discuss the original performance conditions of War Horse. As students have 
watched clips or seen the whole production, ask them to comment on how the 
type of stage contributed to the effect of the production on the audience. You 
could show some more clips at this stage if you want to refresh their memories.

How did other elements like sound, lighting and costume add to the overall 
effect?

Homework
Ask students to watch all six video clips 
on design from the War Horse website. 
Each one is just under 2 mins; see link:
http://www.warhorseonstage.com/
learning/design/

They must then think about how they 
might design it using a different type 
of stage. They should think about what 
set/furniture/props they could use with 
this type of staging and how they might 
make more use of sound or lighting if 
they are In-the-Round, for example. This 
must be drawn from a bird’s eye point 
of view and be labelled and coloured in. 
How does their design work along with 
the progression of war? (Explain what 
a ground plan is – show them examples 
to help them.) Encourage them to draw 
their designs in this style.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 6: Costume
Task
Watch the following clip from the BBC. Dan Snow describes a soldier’s uniform 
from 1914, worn on the Western front:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DjqdgGb739w

Now look at images from the original production. What sort of fabrics and 
colours were used in the play? How do the costumes change and deteriorate as 
the war progresses? Which costumes or props show status in the play? How can 
costume also distinguish the different statuses of each character?

Ask them to choose 3 characters from the text. Having seen production images, 
draw a costume design for each character, focusing on the details, such as brass 
buttons on a soldier’s uniform, the use of make-up to show how dirty the soldiers 
had become, civilian clothing compared to military uniform. Encourage them to 
use colour and, if possible, swatches of fabric to add to their designs.

Each student should present one of their designs to the class, explaining their 
choices. The costume should include footwear, headwear and any props used 
as well.

Follow-up work
A lot more work can be done on this text – a few examples are listed below, for 
you to continue your study of the play.

 f A ‘workshop’ on voice and vocal techniques.
 f Understanding how an adult actor plays a child – experimenting with 
physicality in order to play Emilie.

 f Practical work with lighting and sound. Ask them to bring in music that they 
feel captures the essence of a scene or the mood of a character and get them to 
explain why.

 f Spend time working on lighting, focusing on use of colour and angles to 
create mood. Both of these would help students to understand how mood and 
atmosphere are created within the play and how to show the contrast between 
the first and second act.

 f Get students to create a mood board for the first act and the second. Make sure 
they explain their colour choices, fabric choices for costume and textures for 
the set.

 f Create a model box for their set ideas. Staging the play in different 
configurations.

 f Spend some time working with puppets and think about how Albert interacts 
with Joey and how this relationship develops. There are some great videos 
of the design team discussing the use of puppets in the show that you can 
watch with your students in class. http://www.warhorseonstage.com/learning/
puppets/ or by exploring the Handspring puppets website: http://www.
handspringpuppet.co.za/

I have included some example questions which Eduqas have provided in their 
course materials from CPD events. There are also some available on the website 
under ‘Sample Assessment Materials’ (SAMs). As this is a new specification we 
do not have any exemplar papers, so these are only a guide as to the questions 
that might be on the written exam paper. It is my understanding that Eduqas will 
provide more SAMs as the course progresses.

Homework
Finish off all three designs. Colour them 
in and label them in detail. 

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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RESOURCES

Resource 1: Character profile
Character name:

Given circumstances (what we know to be ‘true’ from the text):

Interactions with others:

Social class:

How do they move physically?

What prop did you use and why?

Imagined life – how else did you interpret the character and why?

Write the line of dialogue you used to capture the character:

Costume ideas (describe, don’t draw!):

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Resource 2: Basic rehearsal techniques

Hot seating
A character is placed in the ‘hot seat’ – they are asked a series of questions about the character, 
their life, their background and their feelings. The student who is on the ‘hot-seat’ answers in role, 
coming up with answers that suit the character based on what they know.

Role on the wall
Using a large sheet of paper, you write the character’s name in the middle of the sheet and you 
add everything to it that you know about the character from the text. You can also add quotes 
from the text, drawings or illustrations, feelings and thoughts. As you explore the text, you keep 
adding to the role on the wall.

Thought-tracking
You pause the action happening on stage to speak aloud the thoughts and/or feelings of the 
character that the audience would otherwise not hear. You then ‘un-pause’ the scene and step 
back into your role.

Improvisation
On or off text improvisation – you explore the characters based on the situation in the script, but 
taking it further by using your own words and exploring where this goes.

Puppet/mask work
Using masks or puppets you explore the characters in the scene.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Resource 2, continued: Rehearsal techniques list

Rehearsal techniques you could use with War Horse
(selected from a list provided by Eduqas in their resource booklet for Component 3)

Magic ‘if’ Emotion Memory Actioning Animals Masks Freeze-frames Tableaux

Off text 
improvisation

3rd person Spoken Action Sculpting Marking the 
moment

Soundscape Thought-tracking

Forum Theatre Status levels Conscience alley Vocal exercises Hot seating Role on the wall Subtext aloud

Chorus work Flash-forward Super objectives Cross-cutting Statues Role reversal Direct audience 
address

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Resource 3: Example question paper

Taken from the SAMs on the Eduqas website.

War Horse by Michael Morpurgo, adapted by Nick Stafford

Questions (a) to (c) are based on the following extract.
Read from: Page 4, Albert: ‘Here, boy. Come on, boy.’ to Page 7, Arthur: ‘We’ll have him. Twenty guineas. 
That’s fair.’
(a)   (i)  Name two rehearsal techniques that a director could use to prepare an actor for the role 

of Ned in this extract. [2]
 (ii)  Explain how these two techniques help to prepare the actor for this role in performance. 

[4]
(b)   (i) Briefly describe Arthur’s social class. [2]
 (ii)  Explain how any one line in the extract illustrates his social class. [3]
 (iii)  Suggest a suitable costume for Arthur and explain how it could be used to show his 

social class. [4]
(c)    Explain how an actor playing the role of Albert in this extract, could use acting skills to 

communicate his character to the audience. [15]

In your answer refer to:
 f Character motivation
 f Voice
 f Movement
 f Interaction.

(d)    Explain how at least one key scene can be designed for a thrust stage. [15]

In your answer refer to:
 f Structure and style
 f Set
 f Mood and atmosphere
 f How the play as a whole was originally staged. 

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk

